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   There	   is	   a	   moment	   in	   travel	   writer	   Bill	  
Bryson’s	   account	   of	   his	   travels	   in	   Australia,	  
Down	   Under,	   when	   he	   comments	   on	   the	   large	  
number	   of	   local	   histories	   he	   encounters	   in	  
second-­‐hand	   bookshops.	   They	   ‘never	   fail	   to	  
amaze,’	   he	   reports,	   ‘if	   only	   because	   they	   show	  
you	  what	  a	  remarkably	  self-­‐absorbed	  people	  the	  
Australians	  are.	  I	  don’t	  mean	  that	  as	  a	  criticism.	  
If	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  world	  is	  going	  to	  pay	  them	  no	  
attention,	   then	   they	   must	   do	   it	   themselves	  
surely.’	  He	   continues:	   ‘There	  were	   hundreds	   of	  
books	  ...	  about	  things	  that	  could	  never	  possibly	  
have	  been	  of	  interest	  to	  more	  than	  a	  handful	  of	  
people.	   It’s	   quite	   encouraging	   that	   these	   books	  
exist,	   but	   somehow	   faintly	   worrying	   as	   well.’	  
Bryson	   doesn’t	   explain	   any	   further	   why	   it	  
worries	  him,	  but	  he	  then	  goes	  on	  to	  review	  with	  
genuine	   admiration	   a	   book	   he	   found	   among	  
these	  volumes	  (126-­‐127).	  	  
Yet	   at	   the	   same	   time	   as	   local	   history	  
writing	  thrives	  in	  Australia,	  within	  the	  academy	  
the	   future	  of	  history	   is	   increasingly	   reimagined	  
as	   transnational	   (Curthoys	   140-­‐52).	   There	   is	  
something	   approaching	   zealotry	   in	   the	  
transnationalism	   of	   Antipodean	   historians	   as	  
they	   repent	   of	   nationalist	   sins	   past.	   Just	   as	  
belonging	   to	   an	   empire—and,	   by	   extension,	  
writing	   imperial	   history—once	   reassured	   those	  
on	   the	  margins	   that	   they	  were	   connected	  with	  
the	   ‘centre’	   and	   therefore	   with	   the	   main	  
dynamics	   of	   world	   history,	   modern	  
transnational	   approaches	   to	   history	   allow	   for	  
the	   readmission	   of	   Australian	   history	   into	   an	  
international	   (or	   at	   least	   Anglophone)	  
mainstream.	  Transnational	  history	  also	  sits	  well	  
with	   the	   modern,	   mobile	   and	   cosmopolitan	  
identities	   of	   many	   academic	   historians.	   The	  
distance	   of	   Australia	   from	   the	  main	   centres	   of	  
scholarship	   need	   not	   imply	   the	   banishment	   of	  
Australian	  history	  to	  an	  intellectual	  backwater.	  	  
So	   where	   does	   this	   transnational	   drive	  
leave	   Australian	   local	   history?	   It	   is	   quite	  
possible	   to	   reconcile	   these	   impulses.	   Consider,	  
for	   instance,	   the	   new	   imperial	   history,	   with	   its	  
rhetoric	   of	   webs,	   circuits,	   networks	   and	   nodal	  
points.	   The	   work	   of	   scholars	   such	   as	   John	  
Darwin,	   Catherine	   Hall,	   Tony	   Hopkins,	   Alan	  
Lester,	   Tony	  Ballantyne,	  Kirsten	  McKenzie	   and	  
Zoë	   Laidlaw	   has	   been	   suggestive	   of	   how	   a	  
transnational	   history	   of	   empire	  might	   intersect	  
with	  local	  history.	  According	  to	  Alan	  Lester	  and	  
David	   Lambert,	   both	   historical	   geographers,	   in	  
the	  new	  imperial	  history	  ‘places	  are	  not	  so	  much	  
bounded	   entities,	   but	   rather	   specific	  
juxtapositions	   or	   constellations	   of	   multiple	  
trajectories	   ...	   of	   people,	   objects,	   texts	   and	  
ideas.’	   ‘The	   differences	   between	   places,’	   from	  
this	   perspective,	   ‘are	   the	   result	   of	   the	  
trajectories	   intersecting	   in	   varied	   ways	   across	  
the	  surface	  of	  the	  Earth’	  (13-­‐14).	  	  
Among	   the	   most	   powerful	   impulses	  
behind	  the	  writing	  of	  local	  history	  has	  been	  the	  
desire	  to	  know	  one’s	  own	  ‘place,’	  to	  uncover	  its	  
hidden	   stories,	   and	   to	   gain	   a	   greater	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appreciation	  of	  what	  makes	  it	  distinctive.	  Much	  
of	   this	   endeavour,	   we	   suggest	   below,	   is	   driven	  
by	   the	   desire	   for	   an	   ethical	   and	   emotionally	  
satisfying	   sense	   of	   belonging.	   Authors	   and	  
readers	  moved	  by	  such	  impulses	  are	  unlikely	  to	  
be	   satisfied	   with	   the	   answer	   that	   ‘[t]he	  
differences	  between	  places	  are	   the	  result	  of	   the	  
trajectories	   intersecting	   in	   varied	   ways	   across	  
the	  surface	  of	   the	  earth,’	  however	  pleasing	   that	  
explanation	  might	   be	   to	   historical	   geographers	  
or	   imperial	   historians.	   The	   dynamism	   of	  
Australian	   local	   history	   has	   come	  not	   so	  much	  
from	   its	   capacity	   to	   forge	   alliances	   with	  
academia,	  but	  from	  its	  ability	  to	  do	  so	  while	  also	  
resisting	   an	   easy	   assimilation	   to	   orthodox	  
academic	  practice.	  
In	  this	  article,	  we	  explore	  aspects	  of	  this	  
story	   of	   contested	   belonging	   from	   the	   late	  
nineteenth	   century,	   considering	  both	   academic	  
and	  vernacular	  expressions	  of	   local	  history.	  We	  
depend	   on	   a	   distinction	   drawn	   by	   Alan	  
Atkinson	  between	  forms	  of	  history	  that	  depend	  
on	   ‘literate’	   and	   those	   drawing	   more	   on	   ‘oral’	  
thought	   habits.	   ‘Vernacular	   History,’	   he	  
suggests,	   succeeds	   through	   its	   rhetoric	   in	  
marrying	   these	   traditions	   (Commonwealth	   22).	  
It	  thereby	  addresses	  a	  broader	  public	  than	  one’s	  
academic	   peers	   and,	   at	   its	   best,	   can	   be	   ‘story-­‐
telling	  on	  a	  national	  scale,	  designed	  and	  relayed	  
within	   the	   realm	   of	   national	   imagination’	  
(Commonwealth	   26).	   Chris	   Healy	   extends	   this	  
definition	   to	   suggest	   that	   vernacular	   histories	  
‘preserve	  elements	  of	  experience	  that	  have	  been	  
marginalised	   or	   excluded	   from	   general	  
historical	   discourse.’	   They	   ‘exist	   in	   tension	   to	  
official	   history,’	   and	   carry	   the	   ‘capacity	   to	  
disrupt	   or	   reorganise	   historical	   understanding’	  
through	   their	   performance	   of	   memory.	   And	  
importantly	  for	  the	  argument	  we	  develop	  below,	  
Healy	   believes	   ‘the	   primary	   site	   of	   vernacular	  
histories	   in	   Australia’	   to	   be	   ‘Aboriginality’	  
(Forgetting	  Aborigines	   128);	   that	   is,	   the	  cultural	  
space	   in	   which	   Indigenous	   and	   settler	  
Australians,	   recognising	   ‘otherness’	   and	  
‘difference,’	   engage	   in	   acts	   of	   translation	  
(Forgetting	  Aborigines	   129).	  In	  this	  formulation,	  
vernacular	   history—or	   ‘vernacular	   heritage,’	   as	  
Healy	   sometimes	   calls	   it—becomes	   ‘a	   shared	  
commitment	   to	   reconciliation	   in	   place’	  
(Forgetting	   Aborigines	   130).	   ‘Reconciliation	   in	  
place’	   is	   the	   stuff	   of	   local	   history.	   Whether	  
explicitly	  or	  implicitly,	  authors	  and	  their	  readers	  
draw	   connections	   between	   themselves,	   their	  
chosen	   histories	   and	   their	   own	   sense	   of	  
belonging.	   For	   the	   purposes	   of	   this	   article	   we	  
define	  local	  history	  as	  a	  historical	  practice	  most	  
often	   bounded	   by	   a	   specific	   geography	  
embodying	   themes	   of	   inclusion	   and	   exclusion.	  
As	  we	  argue	  below,	  this	  commonly	  manifests	  as	  
a	   vernacular	   take	   on	   personal	   experience,	  
knowledge	  and	  subjectivity.	  	  
From	   the	   early	   1990s,	   we	   argue,	   settler	  
Australia	   experienced	  a	   crisis	  of	  belonging	   that	  
had	  a	  significant	  impact	  on	  local	  history	  writing,	  
producing	   an	   intellectual	   practice	   that	   enacted	  
vernacular	   history	   in	   the	   sense	   defined	   by	  
Atkinson	  and	  Healy.	  It	  originated	  in	  history	  and	  
law,	  and	  was	  part	  of	  the	  fall-­‐out	  from	  the	  end	  of	  
empire,	   the	   eclipse	   of	   antipodean	   Britishness,	  
and	  the	  decline	  of	  whiteness	  as	  a	  credible	  basis	  
of	   national	   identity	   (Curran	   and	   Ward	   1-­‐25).	  
Healy	   identifies	   what	   he	   sees	   as	   the	   failure	   of	  
the	  Bicentenary	  of	  British	  settlement	  in	  1988	  as	  
a	   critical	  moment	  when	   older	   forms	   of	   (white)	  
cultural	  authority	  waned,	  ‘Aboriginality	  became	  
a	  material,	   institutional	   and	  potent	   component	  
of	   history	   in	   the	   present,’	   and	   a	   refigured	   and	  
unsettling	  colonial	  inheritance	  came	  to	  exercise	  
a	   powerful	   influence	   on	   Australian	   culture	  
(Forgetting	  Aborigines	   117).	   The	  Mabo	   and	  Wik	  
Judgments	   (1992,	   1996)	   on	   native	   title	   and	   the	  
Bringing	  Them	  Home	  report	  (1997)	  on	  the	  Stolen	  
Generations	   of	  Aboriginal	   children	   contributed	  
powerfully	   to	   this	   transformation	   (West-­‐Pavlov	  
11-­‐30).	   Meanwhile,	   the	   end	   of	   the	   White	  
Australia	  Policy	  in	  the	  1970s,	  and	  the	  emergence	  
of	   mass	   migration	   from	   Asia	   for	   the	   first	   time	  
since	   the	   1870s,	   revived	   old	   fears	   in	   the	   white	  
population	   about	   being	   ‘swamped’	   by	   aliens.	  
The	  combination	  of	  Asian	  migration	  and	  official	  
multiculturalism	   provoked	   sometimes	   acri-­‐
monious	   debate	   about	   a	   supposed	   trend	  
towards	   national	   fragmentation,	   accompanied	  
by	   similar	   complaints	   about	   the	   break-­‐up	   of	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Australia	   under	   the	   impact	   of	   Aboriginal	  
‘separatism.’	   These	   controversies,	   which	  
frequently	   involved	   highly	   politicised	   debates	  
about	   the	   interpretation	   of	   the	   Australian	  
colonial	   past	   (the	   ‘history	   wars’),	   became	  
increasingly	   bitter	   from	   2000	   in	   the	   wake	   of	  
controversies	  over	  the	  arrival	  of	  asylum-­‐seekers	  
by	   boat,	   efforts	   to	   deny	   the	   existence	   of	   the	  
Stolen	   Generations,	   and	   an	   attempt	   by	  
conservative	   history	   warriors	   led	   by	   Keith	  
Windschuttle	  to	  present	  Australian	  colonisation	  
as	   an	   essentially	   peaceful	   process	   in	  which	   few	  
Aboriginal	   people	   were	   murdered	   (Attwood	   &	  
Foster;	  Macintyre	  &	  Clark).	  	  
As	   part	   of	   a	   refiguring	   of	   Australian	  
culture	   and	   identity	   prompted	   by	   these	  
dramatic	   changes,	   a	   significant	   body	   of	   local	  
history	   writing	   came	   to	   explore	   contested	  
country:	   the	  problem	  of	  writing	   about	   a	   ‘place’	  
with	  starkly	  different	  meanings	  and	  significance	  
for	   Indigenous	   and	   non-­‐Indigenous	   peoples,	  
and	   for	   ‘old’	   Australians	   and	   ‘new’	   migrants.	  
Influenced	   by	   the	   linguistic	   turn	   and	  
ethnohistory,	   such	   work	   has	   enriched	  
Australian	   local	   history,	   partly	   by	   connecting	  
the	   local	   and	   the	   national	   in	   new	   and	   more	  
dynamic	   ways.	   It	   has	   also	   been	   open	   to	  
international	   theoretical	   influences,	   especially	  
from	   anthropology	   and	   sociology,	   and	   to	  
informal	   and	   experimental	   forms	   of	  
presentation.	  Local	  experience	  is	  captured	  in	  its	  
particularity	  but	  also	  used	  to	  pose	  ‘national’	  and	  
even	   ‘global’	   questions.	   Such	   histories	   are	  
activist	  and	  ethical	  in	  the	  sense	  that	  they	  seek	  to	  
constitute	  local	  belonging	  in	  ways	  that	  translate	  
‘country’	  across	  cultures	  to	  create	  a	  space	  where	  
reconciliation	   or	   accommodation	   between	  
Indigenous	   and	   non-­‐Indigenous	   might	   be	  
enacted.	   Finally,	   these	   histories	   are	   frequently	  
personal	   and	   emotional,	   and	   can	   be	   seen	   as	  
instances	   of	   the	   turn	   to	   ‘white	   memoir’	   that	  
Gillian	   Whitlock	   has	   identified	   as	   a	  
transnational	   phenomenon	   in	   ‘post-­‐colonial	  
landscapes’	   during	   the	   1990s	   (240,	   249).	   Yet	  
whether	   this	  kind	  of	  history	  actually	  meets	   the	  
need	   of	   local	   communities	   to	   foster	   a	   ‘useful’	  
connection	   with	   their	   past	   is	   debatable.	   These	  
histories	   have	   been	   successful	   in	   satisfying	   the	  
academic	   impulses	   towards	   national	   and	   even	  
international	   relevance,	   but	   their	   relationship	  
with	   local	   audiences	   is	   more	   uncertain.	   While	  
the	   argument	   focuses	   on	  more	   recent	   changes	  
in	   local	  history,	  we	  begin	  with	  a	  brief	  overview	  
of	   developments	   prior	   to	   that	   date	   by	   way	   of	  
showing	   that	   themes	   such	   as	   place,	   belonging	  
and	   identity	   have	   long	   been	   central	   to	   local	  
history,	   even	   if	   they	   came	   together	   in	  new	  and	  
distinctive	  ways	  from	  the	  1990s.	  
	  
THE	  BELONGING	  CRISIS,	  FRONTIER	  HISTORY	  AND	  
LOCAL	  TRADITION	  
Settler	   Australians	   did	   not	   suddenly	   awake	   to	  
discover	   in	   the	   1990s	   that	   they	  had	  been	   living	  
for	   several	   generations	   on	   land	   taken	   from	  
someone	   else.	   There	   was	   a	   sense	   of	   unease	  
stretching	   back	   to	   the	   very	   earliest	   years	   of	  
settlement	   (Reynolds	   21).	   Many	   colonists	   were	  
well	   aware	   of	   the	   violence	   involved	   in	   the	  
occupation	  of	  Australia	  (Rusden	  214).	  Historical	  
accounts	  of	   frontier	   clashes	  appeared	   in	  books,	  
newspapers	   and	   other	   ephemeral	   publications,	  
where	   there	   emerged	   a	   lively	   tradition	   of	  
vernacular	   local	   history,	   based	   mainly	   on	   oral	  
tradition	   and	  personal	   reminiscence	   (Atkinson,	  
Commonwealth	  22-­‐40;	  McKenna	  40-­‐41).	  	  
Graeme	   Davison	   has	   pointed	   out	   that	  
early	  local	  history	  did	  not	  entirely	  obliterate	  the	  
Aboriginal	   past	   but	   Indigenous	   people	   were	  
presented	   as	   ‘the	   relics	   of	   an	   extinct	   people’	  
(201).	   To	   provide	   one	   example,	   the	   public	  
history	  of	  the	  industrial	  and	  coal-­‐mining	  centre	  
of	   Newcastle	   in	   New	   South	   Wales,	   celebrated	  
during	   its	   centenary	   in	   1897,	   included	  
Aboriginal	   images	   in	   the	   centenary	   parade.	  
Their	  presence,	  however,	  was	   clearly	  not	   about	  
recognition	   of	  Aboriginal	   people,	   but	   a	  marker	  
to	   measure	   settler	   progress.	   One	   of	   the	   many	  
fire	   brigades	   that	   marched	   in	   the	   parade	  
included	   ‘a	   representation	   of	   an	   aboriginal’s	  
camp	  with	   a	   boy	   rigged	   up	   as	   a	   blackfellow	   to	  
represent	  Newcastle	  of	  100	  years	  ago’	  (Newcastle	  
Morning	  Herald	  7;	  Eklund,	   ‘Public	  History’	   128-­‐
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152).	   This	   form	   of	   representation	  was	   common	  
in	  colonial	  celebrations	  (Tucker	  17).	  At	  the	  heart	  
of	   evolving	   settler	   historiography	   was	   the	  
continuing	  presence	  of	  Indigenous	  people,	  even	  
if	   only	   as	   a	   problematic	   representation	   of	   how	  
far	  settler	  society	  had	  progressed.	  	  
There	   was	   no	   sense	   here	   of	   Aboriginal	  
people	   as	   integral	   to	   the	   story	   of	   the	  
community’s	  past,	  a	  neglect	   that	  matched	  their	  
marginalisation	   in	   the	   communities	   whose	  
achievements	   these	   pioneer	   histories	  
celebrated.	   Local	   newspapers	   sometimes	   noted	  
the	   passing	   of	   the	   ‘last	   of	   his	   tribe.’	   The	   tone	  
was	  often	  melancholic,	  but	  such	  stories	  signified	  
the	   triumph	  of	   the	  British	  conquerors	   (McLean	  
18-­‐33).	  In	  this	  domain,	  mainly	  beyond	  the	  realm	  
of	   academic	   historians,	   a	   distinctive	   set	   of	  
values	   informed	   history	   writing.	   In	   the	   small	  
towns	   and	   regional	   cities,	   a	   local	   or	   provincial	  
patriotism	   underpinned	   histories	   that	   charted	  
civic	  progress	  and	  development	  (Atkinson	  ‘New	  
England’	   16-­‐17;	   Davison	   199-­‐205).	   Don	   Aitkin	  
called	  it	   ‘countrymindedness,’	  which	  included	  a	  
belief	  in	  the	  ennobling	  qualities	  of	  rural	  life	  and	  
a	   sense	   that	   cities	  were	   draining	   the	   life-­‐blood	  
of	   the	   country	   by	   drawing	   away	   people	   and	  
resources	   (34-­‐41).	   At	   this	   local	   level,	   it	   was	  
sometimes	   more	   difficult	   to	   hold	   on	   to	   the	  
promise	   of	   modernity	   and	   the	   rhetoric	   of	   the	  
tireless	   march	   of	   progress	   without	   expressing	  
some	   feeling	   of	   ambivalence.	   Among	   local	  
histories	  written	   by	   and	   for	   locals,	   there	  was	   a	  
sense	   of	   a	   world	   passing,	   of	   values	   forever	  
changed,	   an	   uncertain	   and	   occasionally	  
unstated	  belief	  that	  progress	  and	  modernisation	  
were	   not	   entirely	   good	   things	   (Davison	   199-­‐
209).	  	  
Recognition	   of	   the	   sheer	   brutality	   of	  
frontier	  life	  was	  one	  source	  of	  this	  ambivalence.	  
Late	   nineteenth	   and	   early	   twentieth-­‐century	  
historical	  accounts	  were	  often	  very	   frank	  about	  
frontier	   violence	   (Broomfield	   9).	   An	   account	  
published	   in	   the	   Queenslander	   by	   Edward	   S.	  
Sorenson	   under	   the	   title	   ‘A	   Swagman’s	   Diary’	  
referred	   to	   ‘a	   little	   clump	   of	   wattles	   close	   to	  
Hornet	   Bank’—the	   site	   of	   ferocious	   conflict	  
between	  settlers	  and	  Aborigines	  around	  1857	  to	  
1858—where	   he	  was	   shown	   ‘a	   heap	   of	   decayed	  
skulls	   and	   bones	   of	   slaughtered	   blacks.	   They	  
had	  bleached	  there	  through	  forgotten	  years	  as	  a	  
grim	   memento	   to	   the	   early	   days,	   and	   in	  
evidence	   of	   the	   deep	   vengeance	   of	   the	   white	  
settlers’	   (43).	   The	   literary	   and	   even	   fictive	  
quality	   of	   this	   account	   is	   especially	   marked	  
when	   it	   describes	   the	   scene	   at	   Hornet	   Bank	  
after	   a	   rape	   and	   killing	   of	   settlers	   by	  
Aboriginals.	  One	  teenage	  boy	  had	  survived:	  
Standing	   at	   the	   graveside	   of	   his	   mother	   and	  
sisters,	   with	   an	   uplifted	   tomahawk	   in	   his	  
hand,	   Billy	   swore	   that	   he	   would	   never	   rest	  
until	   he	   had	   sunk	   it	   in	   the	   head	   of	   the	  
blackfellow	  who	  was	  the	  cause	  of	  the	  murder.	  
And	   he	   did	   it	   ...	   In	   revenge	   for	   the	   terrible	  
crimes	   Fraser	   received	   permission	   from	   the	  
Queensland	   Government	   to	   shoot	   aborigines	  
at	  sight	  for	  a	  term	  of	  twelve	  months.	  (43)	  
Leaving	  aside	  the	  technicality	  that	  there	  was	  no	  
Queensland	  government	  in	  1857,	  the	  suggestion	  
that	  the	  authorities	  in	  Sydney	  issued	  permission	  
to	   a	   private	   settler	   to	   kill	   Aborigines	   is	   quite	  
implausible.	  But	  the	  anecdote	  perhaps	  captures	  
the	   greater	   truth	   that	   reprisals	   against	  
Aboriginals	   responsible	   for	   the	   rapes	   and	  
killings	   in	   central	  Queensland	   in	   the	   late	   1850s	  
and	  early	   1860s	  were	  brutal,	   and	   that	   surviving	  
members	   of	   the	   Fraser	   family	   were	   prominent	  
among	   the	   vigilantes.	   In	   1982	   Gordon	   Reid	  
pointed	   to	   the	   proliferation	   of	   stories	   and	  
rumours	   about	   events	   surrounding	   this	  
particular	   local	   conflict	   (80-­‐83).	   Coming	   at	   the	  
same	   time	  as	  Australian	  colonists	  were	   reading	  
lurid	  accounts	  of	  massacre	  and	  rape	  during	  the	  
Indian	   Rebellion,	   the	   Hornet	   Bank	   massacre	  
seemed	  to	  colonists	  a	  local	  manifestation	  of	  the	  
danger	   that	   treacherous	   and	   lustful	   savages	  
posed	   to	   white	   women	   and	   British	   civilisation,	  
according	   to	   accounts	   from	   1858	   (Moreton	   Bay	  
Courier	  3;	  Sydney	  Morning	  Herald	   3;	   and	  North	  
Australian	   [2	   February	   1858]	   qtd.	   in	   Reid	   94).	  
Yet	  this	   imperial	  consciousness	  sat	  comfortably	  
alongside	   a	   localism	   that	   attached	   stories	   to	  
sites	  and	  individuals	  in	  the	  drama	  (Sorenson	  42-­‐
43).	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Local	   and	   regional	   histories	   have	   often	  
featured	  frontier	  violence	  and	  massacres	  even	  if	  
the	   emphasis	   of	   such	   works	   was	   strongly	  
celebratory	  in	  relation	  to	  white	  pioneering.	  The	  
‘Great	   Australian	   Silence’	   about	   Aboriginal	  
history	   criticised	   by	  W.E.H	   Stanner	   was	   never	  
total	  at	  the	  local	  level.	  At	  a	  time	  when	  national	  
historical	   commemoration	   tended	   to	   ignore	  
such	   matters,	   settler	   brutality	   towards	  
Aboriginal	   people	   figured	   in	   ‘local	   historical	  
knowledge,	   both	   oral	   and	  written,’	   and	   among	  
both	  the	  descendants	  of	  settlers	  and	  Indigenous	  
people	  (Nettelback	  and	  Foster	  53.3).	  We	  can	  see	  
this	   process	   at	   work	   in	   a	   book	   about	   the	  
Western	  Australian	   town	  of	   Esperance	  by	   John	  
Rintoul,	   a	   former	   local	   headmaster,	   who	   was	  
commissioned	   by	   the	   council	   to	   produce	   a	  
history	  for	  the	  shire’s	  centenary	  in	  1963.	  Styling	  
him	   as	   the	   ‘compiler,’	   the	   book	   reproduces	  
many	   sources	   uncovered	   during	   research,	  
including	   the	   diaries	   of	   explorers	   and	  
reminiscences	   of	   early	   pioneers.	   This	   was	   the	  
defining	  work	  of	  the	  town’s	  local	  history,	  which	  
ran	   to	   four	   editions	   spanning	   twenty-­‐three	  
years,	   and	   is	   still	   available	   for	   sale	   at	   the	   local	  
museum.	  Despite	  a	  strong	  focus	  on	  the	  pioneers	  
and	   their	   achievements,	   including	   a	   dedication	  
‘TO	   THE	   PIONEERS	   OF	   YESTERDAY	   AND	  
TODAY,’	   many	   of	   the	   primary	   sources	   give	   an	  
unabashed	  account	  of	   frontier	  violence	  and	  the	  
realities	   of	   dispossession.	   This	   material	   in	   no	  
way	  questions	  the	  overarching	  developmentalist	  
theme	  of	  the	  book.	  Nevertheless,	  Rintoul’s	  work	  
included	   material	   on	   sealers	   and	   whalers	   and	  
their	   impact	   in	   the	   Esperance	   area	   from	   the	  
1790s,	   including	   a	   clergyman’s	   powerful	   1841	  
testimony	   that	   local	   Aborigines	   showed	  
‘loathing	   and	   innate	   hatred’	   when	   speaking	   of	  
the	  abuse	   suffered	  by	  Aboriginal	  women	  at	   the	  
hands	   of	   the	   sealers	   and	   whalers	   (N.	   Clarke	  
[Perth	  Gazette,	   7	  October	   1842]	   qtd.	   in	  Rintoul	  
16).	  By	  way	  of	  contrast	  in	  1959,	  while	  delivering	  
the	  Presidential	  Address	   to	   the	  History	  Section	  
of	   the	   Australian	   Association	   for	   the	  
Advancement	   of	   Science,	   John	  La	  Nauze	  noted	  
the	   absence	   of	   serious	   opposition	   from	  
Aborigines	   to	   settlement	   and	   how	   they	   were	  
‘noticed	   in	   our	   history	   only	   in	   a	   melancholy	  
anthropological	  footnote’	  (11).	  	  
Yet	  this	  was	  clearly	  not	  the	  case	  in	  many	  
local	   histories.	   Here,	   awareness	   of	   frontier	  
violence	   and	   its	   connections	   to	   particular	   local	  
places	  was	  embedded	  in	  settler	  oral	  tradition.	  In	  
a	   study	   of	   a	   place	   in	   the	   central	   west	   of	   New	  
South	   Wales	   called	   Bells	   Falls—reputedly	   the	  
site	   of	   a	   massacre	   of	   Aboriginal	   people	   in	   the	  
1820s—David	   Roberts	   suggested	   in	   the	   mid-­‐
1990s	   that	   much	   of	   what	   is	   ‘known’	   about	   the	  
incident	   was	   embedded	   in	   folk	   memory	   and	  
rumour.	  When	  Roberts	  interviewed	  local	  people	  
in	  1993,	  the	  existence	  of	  the	  massacre	  was	  one	  of	  
those	  things	  that	  ‘everyone	  knows.’	  It	  happened	  
‘long	   ago,’	   passed	   down	   from	   ‘old	   timers,’	  
perhaps	   overheard	   in	   conversations	   when	   one	  
was	   young.	   The	   Bathurst	   plain	   was	   an	   area	   of	  
violent	   clashes	   in	   the	   1820s	   and	   the	   written	  
sources	   are	   notably	   vague.	  Whenever	   the	   story	  
of	   a	   single	   big	   massacre	   occurred—Roberts	  
thinks	   this	   was	   around	   the	   end	   of	   the	  
nineteenth	   century—it	   was	   a	   local	   knowledge,	  
in	  which	   residents	   associated	   particular	   stories	  
with	   prominent	   landmarks.	   Roberts,	   however,	  
shows	   that	   some	   popular	   historians	   have	   used	  
undocumented	   local	   tradition	   uncritically	   in	  
recounting	   the	   massacre	   as	   established	   fact,	  
often	   in	   lurid	   detail	   (‘History	   of	   Violence’	   615-­‐
633).	  	  
When	  the	  National	  Museum	  of	  Australia	  
included	  a	  display	  on	  Bells	  Falls	  in	  2001,	  the	  tale	  
made	   it	   all	   the	   way	   from	   local	   rumour	   to	  
national	   history.	   But	   at	   this	   point,	   the	  
conservative	   history	   warrior,	   Keith	  
Windschuttle,	   misused	   Roberts’s	   sensitive	  
argument	   to	   make	   the	   simple	   case	   that	   the	  
massacre	  had	  been	   invented	  by	  historians	  with	  
an	   axe	   to	   grind	   (Windschuttle	   19).	   Roberts’s	  
point	   was	   that	   the	   massacre	   story	   conveyed	   a	  
powerful	   truth	  about	   the	  past:	   ‘What	  we	  might	  
have	   here	   is	   a	   faint	   but	   tangible	   echo	   of	   our	  
history	   of	   violence	   ...	   [R]emoved	   from	   the	  
textbooks	   of	   national	   history,	   knowledge	   of	   it	  
survived	   in	   the	   secluded	   and	   serene	   corners	   of	  
rural	   Australia,	   and	   it	   was	   preserved	   there	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without	   reference	   to,	   or	   reliance	   on,	   historical	  
documents’	  (‘Oral	  Tradition’	  155).	  	  
Roberts’s	   research	   was	   carried	   out	   at	   a	  
particularly	   fraught	   moment	   in	   the	   history	   of	  
black-­‐white	   relations,	  and	  he	   found	   indications	  
that	   some	   farmers’	   reluctance	   to	   broach	   the	  
subject	   of	   Aboriginal	   history	   arose	   from	   their	  
fear	  of	  land	  claims.	  The	  previous	  year,	  the	  High	  
Court	   had	   overturned	   the	   doctrine	   of	   terra	  
nullius	  and	   recognised	  native	   title	   in	   the	  Mabo	  
Judgment.	  The	  court	  indicated	  that	  the	  exercise	  
of	   sovereignty	   did	   not	   extinguish	   pre-­‐existing	  
native	   title	   in	   the	   land.	   Mabo	   signalled	   a	   new	  
understanding	  of	  the	  meaning	  of	  settlement,	  at	  
least	  within	  the	  law.	  It	  was	  a	   landmark	  in	  what	  
we	   call	   ‘the	   belonging	   crisis.’	   Conservative	  
politicians	   and	   media	   outlets	   responded	   by	  
suggesting	   that	   people’s	   backyards	   were	   in	  
danger	  of	  native	  title	  claims,	  thereby	  provoking	  
panic	   about	   land	   tenure	   but	   also	   much	   wider	  
and	   more	   enduring	   controversy	   about	   how	  
migrants	   and	   the	   descendants	   of	   settlers	   could	  
truly	   belong	   to	   country	   taken	   from	   somebody	  
else	  without	  their	  consent.	  
	  
AUSTRALIANS	  OLD	  AND	  NEW	  
Many	  local	  histories	  have	  grappled	  with	  another	  
problem	   of	   ‘belonging’:	   the	   relationship	  
between	   predominantly	   Anglo-­‐Celtic	   residents	  
and	  more	  recent	  migrants,	  many	  of	  whom	  have	  
arrived	   during	   the	   era	   of	  mass	  migration	   since	  
the	   Second	  World	  War.	   In	   1995	   local	   historian	  
Colin	   Stanton	   published	   a	  History	   of	  Whyalla:	  
Hummock	  Hill	  to	  Whyalla:	  our	  hidden	  past,	  1900	  
to	  1970.	  The	  self-­‐published	  book	  was	  a	  pastiche	  
of	   short	   entries	  on	   the	   first	   shop,	   the	   first	  post	  
office	  and	  so	  on;	  Stanton’s	  father	  worked	  at	  BHP	  
[the	   Broken	   Hill	   Proprietary]	   in	   this	   South	  
Australian	   industrial	   town,	   and	   Stanton	  
followed	  him.	  In	  the	  preface	  he	  wrote:	  
Whyalla	   does	   not	   have	   a	   long	   or	   colourful	  
history,	  but	  what	  we	  have	  is	  ours.	  This	  history	  
is	   important	   to	   those	   of	   us	   who	   have	   been	  
born	  and	  raised	   in	  Whyalla	  and	  to	  those	  who	  
have	   come	   here	   to	   make	   this	   a	   home	   for	  
themselves	  and	  their	  children.	  
The	  reference	   to	   ‘our’	  history	  signals	  a	   sense	  of	  
ownership	   and	   commitment	   to	   the	   local	   past,	  
with	  the	  author	  seeking	  to	  unite	  the	  locally	  born	  
with	  newer	   residents.	  Whyalla	   has	   experienced	  
large-­‐scale	   migration	   and	   many	   of	   the	  
employees	   in	   the	   steel	   and	   related	   industries	  
were	   migrant	   workers.	   Between	   1945	   and	   1972	  
some	   two	   million	   such	   migrants	   came	   to	  
Australia,	   more	   than	   half	   from	   southern	   and	  
eastern	   Europe.	   The	   period	   witnessed	   the	  
transformation	   of	   an	   overwhelmingly	   Anglo-­‐
Celtic	  society	  into	  a	  more	  culturally	  diverse	  one.	  
While	   some	   local	   histories	   like	   Stanton’s	  
focused	   on	   providing	   a	   unifying	   narrative	  
bringing	   old	   and	   new	   together,	   others	   drew	  
attention	   to	   the	   particularities	   of	   migrant	  
experience	   in	  order	   to	   fill	   a	   gap	   they	   identified	  
in	  existing	  local	  histories	  (Adams;	  Corrieri).	  
The	  Whyalla	  case	  also	  reveals	  an	  anxiety	  
concerning	   the	   relationship	   between	   national	  
history,	   often	   seen	   as	   a	   metropolitan	   activity	  
and	   record	   focusing	   especially	   on	   the	   eastern	  
states,	  and	  the	  ‘peripheral’	  communities	  located	  
in	   states	   other	   than	   New	   South	   Wales	   and	  
Victoria.	   The	   overwhelming	   number	   of	  
academic	  and	  high	  profile	  public	  historians	  are	  
based	   in	   Sydney	   and	   Melbourne.	   Yet	   in	   the	  
1960s	   and	   1970s,	   historians	   from	   the	   newly	  
emerging	   regional	   universities	   and	   colleges	  
focusing	  on	   local	   topics	  developed	  a	  dissenting	  
view	   of	   national	   history.	   As	   they	   trawled	   the	  
footnotes	   of	   major	   works	   of	   ‘national	   history,’	  
they	   struggled	   to	   find	   information	   on	   their	  
chosen	   localities,	   and	   experienced	   difficulty	  
reconciling	  ‘their’	  history	  with	  the	  national	  story	  
(French	  5-­‐13).	  
The	   relationship	   between	   Anglo-­‐Celtic	  
residents	  and	  more	  recent	  migrants	  was	  another	  
aspect	   of	   the	   belonging	   crisis,	   especially	   as	  
concerns	   about	   Asian	   migration	   to	   Australia,	  
rising	   from	   the	   late	   1970s,	   manifested	   in	   the	  
xenophobic	   populism	  of	   Pauline	  Hanson’s	  One	  
Nation	  Party	  from	  1996.	  The	  interaction	  of	   ‘old’	  
and	   ‘new’	   Australians	   is	   a	   theme	   found	   in	   the	  
histories	   of	   other	   working-­‐class	   communities,	  
dealt	   with	   in	   a	   myriad	   of	   ways	   from	   a	   telling	  
absence	   to	   concerted	   attempts	   to	   acknowledge	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non-­‐Anglo-­‐Celtic	   migrant	   history.	   Janet	  
McCalman’s	   award-­‐winning	   history	   of	  
Richmond	   in	   Melbourne,	   Struggletown	   (1984),	  
charts	   the	   fate	   of	   a	   generation	   of	   principally	  
Anglo-­‐Celtic	   residents	   who	   grew	   up	   as	   the	  
suburb	  developed	  and	  matured	  in	  the	  twentieth	  
century.	  Her	  work	   is	   a	   sensitive	   portrait	   of	   the	  
establishment	   and	   then	   decline	   of	   a	   particular	  
community	  bounded	  by	  time	  and	  ethnicity,	  but	  
migrants	   arriving	   in	   the	   late	   1970s	   and	   1980s	  
from	   Vietnam	   found	   the	   work	   less	   relevant	   to	  
their	   own	   developing	   sense	   of	   belonging	  
(Davison	   210-­‐211).	   Likewise	   the	   history	   of	   Port	  
Kembla,	   an	   industrial	   port	   town	   on	   the	   New	  
South	  Wales	  south	  coast,	  reveals	  the	  bifurcation	  
of	   Anglo-­‐focused	   history	   and	   works	   more	  
attuned	   to	   recording	   the	   history	   of	   newer	  
European	   migrants	   (Davis;	   Jabubowicz).	   Such	  
diverse	  histories	  reflected	  real	  divisions	   in	   local	  
societies	   between	   ‘old’	   and	   ‘new’	   Australians	  
(Eklund	  Steel	  Town	   158-­‐164).	  At	   the	   same	   time,	  
community	   groups	   and	   municipal	   authorities	  
identified	   the	   integrative	   power	   of	   the	   past,	  
mobilising	   local	   history	   as	   a	   community-­‐
building	   process	   capable	   of	   connecting	  
disparate	  groups	  (Davison	  197-­‐220).	  	  
 
THE	  NEW	  LOCAL	  HISTORIES	  
The	  belonging	  crisis	  had	  enormous	  implications	  
for	   local	   history.	   Reassuring	   national	  
mythologies	   of	   white	   ownership	   had	   operated	  
fairly	   effectively	   within	   the	   heights	   of	   national	  
history	  from	  the	  1930s	  through	  to	  the	  1960s.	  But	  
in	   the	   uneasy	   engagement	   and	   occasional	  
acknowledgements	   of	   local	   history,	   there	   had	  
been	   a	   creeping	   sense	   that	  Aboriginal	   histories	  
might	   one	   day	   burst	   forth	   in	   a	   new	   and	  more	  
powerful	  form.	  The	  belonging	  crisis	  of	  the	  1990s	  
implied	  a	  more	  radical	  challenge	  to	  the	  practice	  
of	   local	   history,	   even	   in	   its	   already	   much	  
renovated	  form.	  	  
The	  book	  that	  most	  obviously	  registered	  
the	   crisis	   was	   Peter	   Read’s	   Belonging:	  
Australians,	   Place	   and	   Aboriginal	   Ownership	  
(2000).	  The	  question	  at	  the	  heart	  of	  Read’s	  book	  
is:	   how	   can	   settler	   Australians	   ‘belong’	   to	   a	  
country	   they	   have	  wrested	   from	   someone	   else,	  
and	  whose	   loss	   is	  mourned	   by	   others?	   Read,	   a	  
white	   Australian	   and	   historian	   with	   long	  
involvement	   in	   Aboriginal	   politics,	   was	  
frustrated	  with	  the	  failure	  of	  his	  own	  generation	  
of	   radical	   intellectuals	   to	   take	   seriously	   the	  
intense	  belonging	  many	   settler	  Australians	  had	  
to	   ‘their’	   country,	   which	   had	   been	   too	   easily	  
dismissed	  beside	  Aboriginal	  culture’s	  spiritually	  
rich	   attachment	   to	   the	   land.	   As	   a	   result,	   there	  
had	   also	   been	   a	   failure	   to	   articulate	   how	   the	  
existence	   of	   these	   different	   kinds	   of	   belonging	  
might	  be	  reconciled	  (Read	  1-­‐5).	  	  
There	  is	  a	  lot	  of	  ‘talk’	  in	  Belonging;	  much	  
of	   it	   is	   the	   result	   of	   Read’s	   interviews,	   but	   he	  
also	   quotes	   freely	   from	   poems	   and	   musical	  
lyrics.	  The	  author’s	  voice	   is	  also	  prominent;	  his	  
is	   an	   intensely	   personal	   history	   that	   is	   also	  
about	   Read’s	   own	   rediscovery	   of	   a	   cherished	  
place.	  The	  book’s	  opening	  chapter	  details	  Read’s	  
forty-­‐year	   attachment	   to	   Cowan	   Creek,	   in	   the	  
sandstone	  country	  along	  the	  Hawkesbury	  River,	  
north	   of	   Sydney,	   where	   he	   and	   his	   family	  
enjoyed	   holidays.	   He	   had	   developed	   some	  
awareness	  of	   the	  area’s	   Indigenous	  history,	  and	  
had	   even	   encountered	   a	   pile	   of	   empty	   clam	  
shells	  left	  by	  Aboriginals:	  
My	  discovery	  revived	  in	  me	  all	  the	  problems	  of	  
wanting	   to	   belong	   in	   this	   breathtaking	  
country	   of	   deepest	   personal	   and	   family	  
memory.	   The	   hushed	   shell-­‐pile	   reminds	   me	  
that	  Cowan	  Creek	   is	   deep	  Aboriginal	   country	  
also.	  I	  ask	  myself:	  Do	  I	  have	  a	  right	  to	  belong	  
in	  this	  soul-­‐country?	  Do	  Aboriginals	  belong	  in	  
some	   deeper	   way	   than	   the	   rest	   of	   us,	   even	  
though	  none	  as	  yet	  lays	  a	  Native	  Title	  claim	  to	  
it?	   Would	   such	   a	   pre-­‐emptive	   claim	   of	  
belonging	  –	  if	  that	  is	  what	  a	  Native	  Title	  claim	  
is	  –	  reduce	  or	  disqualify	  my	  own	  sense?	   If	   so,	  
must	  it	  always?	  (9)	  
A	   chance	   encounter	   with	   an	   Aboriginal	   man	  
helps	  Read	  find	  the	  beginnings	  of	  an	  answer.	  He	  
learns	   that	  Cowan	  Creek	   is	   also	  Dennis	   Foley’s	  
country.	   Where	   Read	   had	   assumed	   that	  
Aboriginal	  people	  abandoned	  the	  area	  long	  ago,	  
he	   learns	   from	   Foley	   that	   there	   had	   been	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Indigenous	  people—including	  Dennis	  himself—
living	   in	   the	   district	   as	   recently	   as	   the	   1950s.	  
They	  had	  been	  removed	  by	  white	  authorities;	  in	  
other	  words,	  they	  lost	  their	  place	  not	  in	  the	  very	  
distant	   past,	   but	   at	   the	   same	   time	   that	   Read	  
himself	   was	   enjoying	   boyhood	   holidays	   there.	  
‘How	   can	   we	   belong	   in	   places	   of	   our	   own	  
intense	  pleasure	  but	  others’	   intense	  pain?’	  (216)	  
Read	  asks.	  A	  large	  part	  of	  his	  answer	  is	  to	  listen;	  
one	   can	   forge	   a	   deeper	   sense	   of	   belonging	   by	  
learning	   of	   other	   people’s	   stories,	   grief,	   and	  
sense	   of	   the	   sacred.	   The	   final	   chapter	   of	   the	  
book	  is	  an	  account	  of	  a	  visit	  by	  Read	  and	  Foley	  
to	  this	  country,	  in	  which	  each	  learns	  something	  
of	   the	   other’s	   belonging.	   Read	   concludes:	   ‘the	  
land	  bears	  our	  mark	  now	  as	  well	  as	  theirs’	  (223).	  	  
Atkinson	  has	  seen	  books	  such	  as	  Read’s	  
as	   part	   of	   a	   ‘shift	   in	   balance	   between	   the	  
importance	  of	  the	  nation	  and	  the	  importance	  of	  
the	   small	   places	   within	   it’	   (‘Local	   History’	   6).	  
We	  agree,	  but	  would	  put	  the	  case	  differently:	  in	  
the	  new	  local	  history,	  people	  enact	  dramas	  that	  
are,	   at	   once,	   personal,	   local,	   national	   and	  
human.	  They	  evoke	  the	  particularity	  of	  ‘place’	  at	  
the	   same	   time	   as	   demonstrating	   the	   relevance	  
of	   the	   local	   to	   larger	   and	   more	   abstract	  
‘imagined	  communities’	  (Anderson).	  
Rebe	   Taylor’s	   history	   of	   South	  
Australia’s	   Kangaroo	   Island,	   to	   which	   we	   turn	  
below,	   similarly	   had	   its	   origins	   in	   family	  
holidays.	   This	   point	   of	   similarity	   with	   Read	  
might	  appear	  trivial.	  To	  us,	   it	  seems	  important.	  
From	   the	   viewpoint	   of	   the	   communities	   about	  
which	  they	  are	  writing,	  these	  historians	  are	  not	  
insiders.	   Their	   attachment	   might	   have	   great	  
emotional	   intensity	  but	   is	  ultimately	  connected	  
with	   leisure	   and	  pleasure—time	   snatched	   from	  
the	  rest	  of	  life	  by	  metropolitan	  intellectuals.	  The	  
largest,	   richest	   and	  most	  prestigious	  Australian	  
universities	  are	  the	  Group	  of	  Eight,	  all	  based	  in	  
the	   capital	   cities.	   The	   largest	   of	   them	   have	   as	  
many	   as	   100	   history	   postgraduate	   students	   at	  
any	   one	   time	   and	   their	   academics	   dominate	  
national	   research	   funding.	   Meanwhile,	   their	  
graduates	   percolate	   through	   the	   history	  
profession	   in	   new	   appointments	   and	   new	  
research	  projects.	  Overall,	  they	  are	  very	  good	  at	  
creating	   histories	   that	   reveal	   something	   of	  
themselves.	  In	  the	  backstreets	  of	  Carlton,	  Glebe,	  
or	   Nedlands,	   in	   the	   heady	   mix	   of	   an	   urban	  
intelligentsia,	   they	   have	   a	   ‘feel’	   for	   topics	   that	  
speak	   to	   their	   own	   lives	   in	   the	   city.	   Another	  
pattern—also	  discernible	   in	   some	  of	   the	   ‘older’	  
professional	   local	   histories	   produced	   in	   the	  
1970s	   and	   1980s—is	   the	   local	   who	   has	   left	   the	  
country	  to	  undertake	  studies	  in	  a	  city	  university,	  
but	   who	   returns	   to	   write	   the	   history	   of	   their	  
town	   or	   shire.	   A	   recent,	   highly	   experimental	  
example	   of	   this	   phenomenon	   is	   Katrina	   M.	  
Schlunke’s	  2005	  Bluff	  Rock:	  An	  Autobiography	  of	  
a	   Massacre,	   which	   explores	   the	   local	  
‘knowledge’	   that	   there	   was	   a	   massacre	   of	  
Aboriginal	   people	   by	   New	   England	   settlers	   of	  
the	  1840s	  at	  Bluff	  Rock,	  a	  prominent	   landmark.	  
Schlunke,	   who	   was	   raised	   in	   the	   district,	  
combines	  local	  history,	  travelogue,	  memoir	  and	  
fiction	   (‘imagined	  histories’)	   (202)	   to	  evoke	  her	  
own	   dislocated,	   displaced	   and	   ambivalent	  
belonging	   to	   country	   (as	   a	   lesbian;	   white;	  
cosmopolitan;	  left-­‐wing;	  academic;	  Australian	  of	  
German	   heritage;	   city-­‐dweller	   raised	   in	   the	  
country;	  tourist).	  	  
In	   sum,	   the	   authors	   discussed	   in	   this	  
section	  are	  not	  the	  historian-­‐residents	  who	  form	  
the	   backbone	   of	   a	   local	   historical	   society,	   and	  
their	   histories	   reflect	   this	   outsider-­‐with-­‐a-­‐
difference	   status	   (or	   perhaps	   insider-­‐with-­‐a-­‐
difference,	   in	   the	   case	   of	   Schlunke).	   Do	  
members	   of	   local	   communities	   see	   in	   these	  
histories	  something	  they	  can	  ‘own,’	  in	  the	  same	  
way	   as	   they	   experience	   a	   powerful	   sense	   of	  
‘ownership’	   over	   the	   stories	   identified	   by	  
Roberts	   among	   his	   informants	   (‘History	   of	  
Violence’	  152-­‐153)?	  Schlunke’s	  challenging	  use	  of	  
theory—including	   queer,	   postcolonial	   and	  
critical	  whiteness	   studies—and	  her	  eschewal	  of	  
narrative	   history	   in	   favour	   of	   often	   abstract	  
epistemological	   discussion	   of	   the	   nature	   of	  
historical	  knowledge,	  seem	  unlikely	  to	  appeal	  to	  
those	   untrained	   in	   the	  ways	   of	   cultural	   studies	  
scholars.	   Here,	   ‘the	   virtues	   of	   the	   local	   optic’	  
(Healy	  24)	  are	  sometimes	  overwhelmed	  by	  some	  
of	  the	  vices	  of	  postmodernism.	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Interviews	   with	   local	   residents	   of	   the	  
kind	   undertaken	   by	   historians	   whose	   work	   we	  
examine	   here	   can	   nonetheless	   operate	   as	   a	  
counter	   or	   vernacular	   history,	   disrupting	  
common	   assumptions	   about	   place	   and	  
belonging.	   The	   mining	   town	   of	   Queenstown,	  
near	   the	   west	   coast	   of	   Tasmania,	   where	   gold	  
and	  copper	  has	  been	  mined	  since	  the	  1880s,	  has	  
a	  national	  reputation	  as	  a	  site	  of	  environmental	  
destruction.	   The	   spectacular	   bare	   hills	   around	  
the	   town	   were	   understood	   to	   be	   the	   principal	  
marker	   of	   that	   destruction.	   For	   non-­‐locals	   the	  
image	   of	   these	  hills,	   denuded	  by	   pollution	   and	  
bushfires,	  was	  one	  of	  the	  defining	  images	  of	  the	  
late	   twentieth-­‐century	   backlash	   against	  
unfettered	   industrial	   progress.	   Coupled	   with	  
this	  outside	  perception	  was	  an	   identification	  of	  
locals	   as	   simple	   and	   insular,	   almost	   complicit	  
with	   polluting	   industry.	   ‘Locals’	   apparently	  
lacked	  the	  sophistication	  and	  awareness	  of	  city-­‐
based	  social	  movements	  and	  green	  politics.	  
Queenstown	  residents	  are	  aware	  of	  such	  
perceptions.	   Paul	   Richardson	   is	   a	   single	   man	  
who	  worked	  in	  the	  mines,	  and	  devoted	  much	  of	  
his	   life	   to	   union,	   Labor	   Party	   and	   council	  
politics.	   He	   noted	   that	   ‘Tasmanians	   have	   got	  
these	  preconceived	  ideas	  about	  the	  West	  Coast.’	  
When	  asked	  to	  elaborate	  he	  said	  ‘Well	  we’ve	  got	  
two	   heads	   around	   here.	   We’re	   stupid.	   We’re	  
rednecks’	   (Richardson	   13).	  Another	   respondent,	  
Janice	   Redman,	   made	   a	   very	   clear	   connection	  
between	   outside	   perception	   and	   local	  
perspective:	   ‘I	   know	   people	   think	   we’re,	   you	  
know,	  hillbillies,	  but	  like	  I	  say	  to	  them	  well,	  do	  
you	  love	  the	  town	  you	  live	  in?	  Cause	  I	  do	  …	  I	  try	  
and	   tell	   them,	   don’t	   come	   here	   and	   condemn	  
it.	  …But	  I	  don’t	  think	  it’s	  right,	  once	  they’ve	  got	  
to	  come	  here	  and	   they’ve	  got	   to	   learn	  about	   it.	  
And	  find	  out	  why	  the	  hills	  are	  bare’	  (Redman	  6).	  
In	  this	  case,	  the	  respondent	  links	  the	  outsiders’	  
view	   with	   a	   call	   to	   visitors	   and	   new	   residents	  
alike	   to	   understand	   more	   about	   the	   nature	   of	  
those	   hills,	   in	   order	   to	   replace	   the	   dominant	  
narrative	  on	  Queenstown	  with	  one	  informed	  by	  
a	  local,	  vernacular	  understanding.	  Here,	  too,	  is	  a	  
call	  for	  reconciliation.	  
Rebe	  Taylor’s	  Unearthed:	  The	  Aboriginal	  
Tasmanians	   of	   Kangaroo	   Island	   also	   used	   oral	  
history	   in	   a	   successful	   attempt	   to	   uncover	  
vernacular	   histories.	   In	   the	   early	   nineteenth	  
century,	   a	   community	   of	   sealers	   set	   up	   on	  
Kangaroo	  Island.	   In	  most	  cases,	   they	   lived	  with	  
Aboriginal	  women,	  some	  taken	  from	  Tasmania,	  
some	   from	   mainland	   South	   Australia,	   many	  
abducted.	   Taylor’s	   ambitions,	   however,	   extend	  
well	   beyond	   historical	   recovery	   and	   narration.	  
She	   also	   examines	   the	   larger	   history	   of	  
Aboriginality	   and	   whiteness	   through	   a	  
painstakingly	   researched	   local	   and	   family	  
history;	   of	   how	   Aboriginal	   roots	   were	  
‘forgotten,’	  and	  then	  later	  ‘discovered.’	  The	  story	  
linking	   Nat	   Thomas,	   the	   best	   known	   early	  
sealer,	  to	  these	  descendants,	  while	  lost	  for	  years	  
to	   many	   of	   the	   descendants	   themselves,	   was	  
part	   of	   the	   knowledge	   of	   white	   settler	   families	  
whose	   ancestors	   settled	   the	   eastern	   end	   of	   the	  
island.	   ‘Talk	   to	   those	   people	   and	   a	   paddock,	   a	  
gully,	   a	  message	   etched	   in	   a	   tree	  or	   the	   ruined	  
remains	  of	  a	  house	  are	  revealed	  as	  the	  surviving	  
threads	  of	   a	  history’	   (100).	  Taylor	  examines	   the	  
relations	  between	  these	  more	  privileged	  farming	  
families—the	   ‘colonial	   descendants’	   whose	  
ancestors	   settled	   on	   the	   island	   from	   about	   the	  
1850s—and	   the	   descendants	   of	   the	   Aboriginal	  
women	   who	   arrived	   earlier.	   The	   latter	  
experienced	   social	   marginalisation,	   as	   well	   as	  
loss	   of	   land,	   identity	   and	   stories.	   But	   their	  
family	  history	  stayed	  on	  the	   island—the	  stories	  
remained	   local	   and	   were	   part	   of	   the	   oral	  
tradition	  of	  the	  settler	  families.	  	  
Taylor	  makes	  few	  explicit	  connections	  to	  
a	   larger	   national	   history	   but	   she	   is	   implicitly	  
telling	   a	   story	   about	   how	   and	   why	   so	   many	  
Australian	  families	  ‘lost’	  their	  Aboriginality.	  And	  
she	   is	   also	   telling	   the	   story	   of	   how,	   in	   a	   post-­‐
imperial	   Australia,	   families	   have	   managed	   to	  
recover	   these	   roots,	   and	   the	   stories	   and	   sites	  
attached	   to	   them.	   Like	   Read’s	   Belonging,	   her	  
account	   is	   an	   intensely	   personal	   one.	   As	   the	  
child	   of	   an	   English	   father	   and	   Dutch	   mother,	  
Taylor	   recalls	   being	   ‘without	   the	   weight	   of	  
history	   that	   anchors	   most	   Anglo-­‐Australians.	  
We	   were	   not	   burdened	   by	   generations	   sprung	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from	   pioneering	   legends	   ...	   [W]e	   observed	  
Australian	   landscapes	   like	   paintings,	   unsure	   of	  
our	  place	  within	  them’	  (92).	  But	  Taylor	  and	  her	  
family	  find	  somewhere—Kangaroo	  Island—that	  
inspires	  in	  them	  a	  rootedness,	  and	  they	  give	  the	  
land	   their	  own	  meanings	   as	   they	  perform	   their	  
vacation	   rituals:	   ‘The	   landscape	  was	   full	   of	   our	  
memories.	   In	   this	   place	  we	  had	   a	   history’	   (93).	  
Like	   Read,	   Taylor	   is	   aware	   that	   the	   land	  
contains	   other	   stories:	   ‘An	   older	   history	  
surfaced	  from	  its	  deeper	  place	  to	  become	  part	  of	  
our	   fresher	   layer	  of	  memories,	   to	   take	   its	  place	  
among	  the	  points	  by	  which	  we	  plotted	  our	  own	  
history	  in	  the	  land’	  (98).	  
This	   kind	   of	   historical	   excavation	   can	  
trouble	   those	  who	   revere	   pioneering	   ancestors.	  
The	   first	   2002	   edition	   of	   Unearthed	   used	  
pseudonyms	   for	   the	   landowning	   families	   but	  
few	   families	  asked	  that	   their	   real	  names	  not	  be	  
used	  for	  the	  second	  edition,	  published	  six	  years	  
later.	   Taylor	   believes	   that	   among	   the	   ‘colonial	  
descendants’	   there	   is	  now	  a	   greater	  willingness	  
to	   acknowledge	   the	   island’s	   history	   of	   racism	  
and	  exclusion	  (Taylor,	  Author’s	  Note	  to	  Second	  
Edition).	  
In	   his	  Looking	   for	   Blackfellas’	   Point:	   An	  
Australian	   History	   of	   Place	   (2002),	   Mark	  
McKenna	   is	   also	  writing	   a	   local	   history—about	  
an	  area	  of	   the	  south	  coast	  of	  New	  South	  Wales	  
in	   which	   he	   bought	   some	   land	   in	   1993.	  
McKenna	   appears	   at	   the	   book’s	   beginning	   as	  
another	   outsider—a	   bloke	   from	   the	   city	   who	  
had	   long	   dreamed	   of	   going	   bush.	   McKenna	  
learns	   from	   a	   neighbour	   a	   few	   years	   after	  
moving	   in	   that	   the	  bend	   in	   the	   river	  which	  his	  
new	   home	   overlooks	   was	   called	   ‘Blackfellas’	  
Point’;	  it	  had	  been	  an	  Aboriginal	  campsite	  (2-­‐5).	  	  
Once	   again,	   we’re	   in	   the	   realm	   of	   local	  
knowledge.	   Only	   later	   would	   McKenna	   find	  
evidence	   of	   the	   Aboriginal	   history	   of	   the	   site.	  
McKenna	   had	   been	   writing	   a	   book	   about	   the	  
politics	   of	   history	   in	   Australia	   when	   he	  
commenced	   his	   exploration	   of	   his	   own	   place.	  
‘[T]he	  more	   I	   uncovered	   about	   the	   “local”,	   the	  
more	   I	   came	   to	   see	   that	   the	   best	   way	   of	  
explaining	   the	   “national”	   was	   to	   focus	   on	   the	  
“local”.	  Through	  the	  history	  of	  one	  area,	  I	  could	  
perhaps	   explain	   how	  Australia	   had	   come	   to	   be	  
so	  deeply	  divided	  over	  the	  history	  of	  Aboriginal	  
dispossession	  and	  European	  settlement’	  (5-­‐6).	  	  
McKenna’s	   story	   is	   one	   of	   violence	   and	  
dispossession	   but	   also	   of	   intimacy	   and	  
reconciliation.	   He	   is	   sensitive	   to	   the	   need	   to	  
interrogate	   the	   silence	   of	   the	   past,	   recognising	  
that	   on	   the	   south	   coast	   the	   history	   of	   frontier	  
violence	   ‘does	   not	   form	   part	   of	   the	   fabric	   of	  
community	  history	  ...	  today’	  (McKenna	  39).	  Yet	  
like	  Roberts	  and	  Taylor,	  McKenna	   found	  a	   rich	  
oral	  tradition	  among	  settlers	  that	  pointed	  to	  the	  
killing	  of	  Aborigines	  in	  a	  remote	  past.	  And	  as	  in	  
many	   other	   areas,	   there	   is	   a	   particular	  
landmark—Jungera	  Rock—that	   is	   supposedly	   a	  
massacre	   site:	   ‘No	   date,	   no	   names,	   no	   details.	  
Just	  a	  story	  that	  lives’	  (	  43).	  
There	   were	   two	   key	   areas	   beyond	  
academic	   history	   where	   changes	   were	   also	  
afoot.	  One	   is	   part	   of	   a	  much	   larger	  movement	  
which	  saw	  Aboriginal	  people	  themselves	  record,	  
interpret	   and	   write	   their	   own	   histories.	   The	  
diverse	   forms	   of	   Aboriginal	   history	   were	   often	  
by	   default	   local	   histories,	   since	   Indigenous	  
people	   are	   loath	   to	   speak	   for	   other	   people’s	  
experiences.	   Indigenous	   histories	   consequently	  
often	  featured	  country,	  place	  and	  kin,	  ironically	  
the	  classic	  characteristics	  of	  settler	  local	  history.	  
These	   works	   frequently	   took	   the	   form	   of	  
transcribed	   interviews	   selected	   and	   edited	   for	  
publication,	   in	   an	   attempt	   to	   capture	   the	   oral	  
culture	   of	   Indigenous	   storytelling	   (Koch,	  
Kaytetye	   Country	   and	   Warlpiri	   Women).	   The	  
language	   is	  often	   strikingly	   similar	   to	  Stanton’s	  
preface	   to	   his	   history	   of	   Whyalla.	   For	   very	  
different	   reasons	   both	   Indigenous	   and	   non-­‐
Indigenous	   authors	   found	   themselves	  
proclaiming	  ownership	  of	  their	  past.	  
These	   Indigenous	   histories	   sometimes	  
involved	   collaboration	   between	   ‘authors’	   and	  
‘informants’	  that	  undermined	  the	  idea	  of	  history	  
being	  produced	  by	  a	  single	  ‘historian’	  (Huggins,	  
Huggins	   and	   Jacobs	   165-­‐181).	   By	   the	   1990s	   they	  
also	  employed	  audio	  and	  computer	  technologies	  
better	   to	   capture	   the	   form	   and	   feel	   of	   orality.	  
Such	   developments	   were	   mirrored	   in	   non-­‐
Indigenous	   community	   histories	   which	   also	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tried	  to	  find	  new	  ways	  for	  participants	  to	  speak	  
and	  write	  their	  own	  histories.	  	  
The	   second	   area	   of	   innovation	   was	   in	  
amateur	   and	  public	  history:	   a	  mix	   of	   voluntary	  
and	   commissioned	   history	   produced	   by	   local	  
governments,	   and	   history	   and	   heritage	   groups.	  
This	   work	   exploded	   in	   the	   1970s,	   driven	   by	  
municipal	   anniversaries,	   new	   heritage	  
legislation,	  and	  the	  growing	  popularity	  of	  family	  
history	  and	  historical	  societies.	  There	  were	  also	  
openings	   for	   professional	   historians	   and	  
archaeologists,	  with	  a	  sharper	  focus	  on	  detailed	  
studies	   of	   individual	   buildings,	   precincts	   and,	  
occasionally,	  entire	   localities	   (Waterhouse	  7-­‐8).	  
Sometimes,	   innovative	   local	   and	   regional	  
history	   emerged	   out	   of	   cooperation	   between	  
academics,	   public	   historians	   and	   members	   of	  
local	  historical	  societies.	  One	  recent	  example	   is	  
High	  Lean	  Country:	  Land,	  People	  and	  Memory	  in	  
New	  England	  (2006),	  a	  collection	  of	  thirty	  essays	  
exploring	   the	  New	   England	   region	   of	   northern	  
New	   South	   Wales	   (Atkinson,	   Ryan,	   Davidson	  
and	   Piper).	   With	   its	   focus	   on	   what	   made	   the	  
New	   England	   region	   a	   distinctive	   place,	   the	  
book	  was	   concerned	  with	   the	   diverse	  ways	   the	  
region’s	  peoples	  had	  created	  roots	  of	  belonging	  
across	   the	   millennia.	   Notably	   ambitious	   in	  
scope,	  it	  included	  contributions	  on	  the	  physical	  
environment	   from	   natural	   and	   social	   scientists	  
based	  at	  the	  University	  of	  New	  England	  (UNE),	  
studies	  of	  the	  region’s	  literature	  (the	  book’s	  title	  
came	  from	  a	  poem	  by	  Judith	  Wright	  about	  New	  
England),	   music,	   theatre,	   film	   and	   the	   visual	  
arts,	   as	  well	   as	   topics	  more	   familiar	   in	  modern	  
local	   history	   such	   as	   Aboriginal	   and	   frontier	  
history,	   white	   settlement,	   immigration,	  
education,	   religion,	   business,	   politics	   and	   the	  
experience	   of	   war.	   UNE-­‐based	   archaeologists	  
turned	   their	   attention	   to	   both	   Indigenous	   and	  
non-­‐Indigenous	   societies,	  while	  one	   chapter	  by	  
two	   historians,	   an	   archivist,	   and	   a	   museum	  
curator	   explored	  how	   the	   region’s	  heritage	  had	  
been	   collected	   and	   presented.	  Members	   of	   the	  
Armidale	   and	   District	   Historical	   Society	  
produced	   some	   essays.	   This	   interdisciplinary	  
effort	  to	  explore	  regional	  identity	  emerged	  from	  
the	   establishment	   of	   a	   Heritage	   Futures	  
Research	  Centre	  at	  the	  university	  in	  2001,	  which	  
sought	  to	  bridge	  the	  divide	  between	  disciplines,	  
as	   well	   as	   between	   the	   university,	   heritage	  
professionals	   outside	   it,	   and	   the	   community	   in	  
which	  it	  was	  located.	  	  
Efforts	   to	   address	   the	   belonging	   crisis	  
were	   therefore	   not	   confined	   to	   the	   academic	  
sphere.	   In	   the	   1990s,	   under	   the	   reconciliation	  
agenda,	  people	  signed	  ‘sorry	  books,’	  or	  marched	  
in	   reconciliation	   events.	   The	   books	   were	   often	  
part	   of	   local	   and	   regional	   reconciliation	   events	  
and	  attracted	  500,000	  signatures	  (‘Sorry	  Books’).	  
Even	  local	  history	  circles	  revealed	  the	  influence	  
of	   broader	   social	   and	   political	   changes.	   Cathy	  
Dunn,	   for	   example,	   is	   an	   active	   professional	  
historian	  based	  on	  the	  south	  coast	  of	  New	  South	  
Wales	  who	  has	  long	  had	  a	  visible	  web	  presence.	  
Her	  research	  and	  publications	  include	  the	  usual	  
family	   history	   search	   aids,	   but	   she	   has	   also	  
explored	   ‘Aboriginal	   ancestry,’	   providing	  
resources	   and	   advice	   on	   tracking	   Aboriginal	  
relatives.	   ‘Most	   local	   history	   books,’	   she	   writes	  
on	   her	   website,	   ‘mention	   Aboriginal	   people	   in	  
the	   first	   chapter	   only	   as	   pre-­‐European	   history	  
and	   some	   early	   European	   settlement.’	  
Responses	   to	   the	   belonging	   crisis	   at	   a	   local	   or	  
regional	   level	   were	   as	   innovative	   as	   they	   were	  
diverse.	   Increasingly,	   the	   subjects	   of	   the	  




Australian	   local	   history	   has	   revealed	   many	  
dimensions	   to	   settler	   anxiety,	   particularly	  
around	  the	  theme	  of	  belonging.	  The	  Indigenous	  
inhabitant	   was	   never	   far	   from	   the	   surface	   in	  
settler	  local	  histories	  and	  memoirs	  but	  we	  have	  
also	   alluded	   to	   other	   anxieties,	   such	   as	   the	  
relationship	  between	  ‘old’	  and	  ‘new’	  Australians.	  
As	   history	   diversified,	   its	   production	  
increasingly	   involving	   more	   actors	   and	   a	  
blurring	  of	   the	  author/subject	  distinction,	   local	  
histories	   also	   revealed	   these	   patterns.	   But	  
‘national	   history’	   was	   itself	   increasingly	   being	  
driven—and	   transformed—by	   the	   reinterpret-­‐
ation	  of	  local	  experience	  (Bongiorno	  6-­‐20).	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The	   new	   local	   histories	   of	   the	   1990s	  
understood	  cultural	  memory	  as	  integral	  to	  local	  
history.	   The	   stories	   it	   told	   functioned	   as	  
metonyms	  of	   that	  history’s	  deeper	   realities	  and	  
meanings	  for	  those	  who	  lived	  it.	  The	  role	  of	  the	  
local	  historian	  is	  understood	  not	  so	  much	  as	  to	  
confront	   the	   myths	   and	   half-­‐truths	   embedded	  
in	  folklore,	  local	  stories	  and	  popular	  belief	  with	  
the	   hard	   reality	   of	   the	   archive,	   but	   to	   excavate	  
the	   historical	   meanings	   of	   social	   memory	  
(Griffiths,	   Hunters	   218;	   Healy	   Ruins).	   These	  
histories	   are	   also	   concerned	   with	   the	  
construction	  of	  the	  archive;	  they	  are	  sensitive	  to	  
the	  historical	  eloquence	  of	  its	  silence	  in	  the	  face	  
of	   settler	   violence	   and	   dispossession	  
(Griffiths,	   ’Frontier'	   24-­‐30).	   Some	   have	   been	  
influenced	  by	  the	  well-­‐known	  Australian	  school	  
of	   ethnographic	   history,	   associated	   with	  
scholars	   such	   as	   Greg	   Dening,	   Rhys	   Isaac	   and	  
Inga	   Clendinnen.	   Read,	   Taylor	   and	   McKenna,	  
moreover,	  were	  based	  at	  the	  Australian	  National	  
University	  in	  Canberra	  in	  the	  1990s,	  where	  they	  
were	  part	  of	   a	   larger	   community	  of	  humanities	  
scholars	   grappling	  with	   the	   problem	  of	   how	   to	  
write	   cross-­‐cultural	   history	   in	   a	   post-­‐imperial,	  
but	   perhaps	   not	   post-­‐colonial,	   nation.	   Possibly	  
working	  in	  Canberra,	  too—which	  is	  at	  once	  part	  
of	   a	   great	   pastoral	   district,	   the	   seat	   of	  
government	   and	   the	   location	   of	   many	   key	  
national	   cultural	   institutions—also	   helped	  
induce	  a	  sense	  of	  the	  threads	  tying	  the	  local	  and	  
regional	  with	  the	  national.	  
These	   academic	   works	   were	  
accompanied	   by	   much	   activity	   in	   the	  
community	   and	   public	   history	   domains.	  
Indigenous	   people	   were	   not	   just	   written	   into	  
local	   historiography;	   they	   sought	   to	   research,	  
speak	   and	   write	   their	   own	   histories.	   Many	  
Indigenous	   themes	   matched	   the	   scope	   and	  
spatial	   scale	   of	   settler	   local	   histories,	   while,	  
across	   the	  spectrum	  from	  historical	   societies	   in	  
the	   regional	   towns	   through	   to	   suburban	  
community	   history	   groups,	   locals	   sought	   to	  
understand	   and	   articulate	   their	   own	   ‘hidden’	  
histories.	   These	   histories	   not	   only	   challenged	  
the	   older	   pioneer	   histories	   but	   also	   the	   newer	  
social	   histories	   that	   emerged	   from	   the	   1960s.	  
The	   new	   local	   histories	   are	  more	   self-­‐reflexive,	  
and	  they	  confront	  much	  more	  squarely	  than	  the	  
earlier	  social	  histories	  the	  ethical	  and	  emotional	  
dilemma	   at	   the	   heart	   of	   a	   settler	   society:	   how	  
can	  one	  belong	  in	  a	  ‘place’	  that	  is	  loved	  by	  those	  
who	   are	   its	   inheritors,	   yet	   mourned	   by	   others	  
from	  whom	  it	  was	  taken?	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